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Executive Summary

The overriding objectives of the Europass Language Passport DissEmination ToolS NetworK (elp-DESK) project are, first, to underline to all European citizens the importance of being able to communicate in languages other than their mother tongue; second, to raise awareness of existing means by which language experience and expertise can be easily presented; and, finally, to provide concrete assistance and support to those needing to demonstrate formally their linguistic preparation and skills.

The elp-DESK project does not involve the invention or development of a new, physical artefact, but rather the promotion and dissemination of an existing resource which can and should be more extensively exploited: the Europass Language Passport.

The project began with an initial analysis of the use and awareness of the Europass Language Passport among specific target groups (individuals, companies, teachers/trainers) in the partner countries The national country reports showed that, generally speaking, individuals continued to suffer from a lack of knowledge and information regarding the Passport, while companies often preferred to use their own proprietary systems and teachers had limited opportunities to introduce the tool into their curricula. 

The next stages of the project activities involve the design and prototyping of tools and services to overcome the indentified obstacles to wider adoption of the Passport, as well as testing and defining of the best format and structure for dedicated awareness-raising and dissemination events. 
The first outputs in this stage of the project are: 
· the specification of the content and design of an informational web-site; 
· prototyping of hardware and software applications to promote knowledge and application of the Passport;

· testing of application of the Europass Language Passport in a teaching environment;

· organisation and presentation of dissemination events for the respective target audiences, and presentations to international conferences;
The elp-DESK project is a network of eight organisations from different Member States representing a broad selection of organisational types and sectors, ranging from large, public sector educational institutes, vocational training organisations, private enterprises and consultancies, together with specific experts in project quality and dissemination. In addition, each partner works closely with other interested bodies, including industrial associations, sector organisations, international research groups, and other project partnerships.

The next steps to be undertaken in the project are a refinement of the designs and prototypes that have been tested so far, in order to obtain for the last part of the planned activities, i.e. the exploitation of developed systems, a range of effective tools to promote and disseminate the Europass Language Passport
In summary, the elp-DESK project and network is seeking to make a major contribution to EU policies aiming at encouraging multi-lingualism across all the Member States. This key community policy would be fundamentally sustained if the Europass Language Passport, as a means of actively presenting and exemplifying language skills and competence acquired via all forms of formal, informal and non-formal teaching and learning, were more widely implemented and recognised.
Information regarding the activities undertaken in the project can be found on the project website: www.elp-desk.eu.
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1. Project Objectives
The overriding objectives of the Europass Language Passport DissEmination ToolS NetworK (elp-DESK) project are, first, to underline to all European citizens the importance of being able to communicate in languages other than their mother tongue; second, to raise awareness of existing means by which language experience and expertise can be easily presented; and, finally, to provide concrete assistance and support to those needing to demonstrate formally their linguistic preparation and skills.

The European Union has set a target that by 2010 Europeans should be able to use actively two official European Union languages in addition to their own. Why is this policy so central to EU activities? The ability to interact with other members of society is paramount to all human endeavour, be it work, study, or leisure. If individuals are able to use only their native languages, such interaction could be significantly limited. Today, we all have access through the Internet and the World Wide Web to information presented in many different languages, students have the opportunity to study in educational institutions across the world, the cost of travel now allows many more people to visit and spend time in countries abroad, and, above all, the opening of internal borders has stimulated the mobility of Europe’s workforce, with individuals and companies seeking new employment openings and challenges beyond their countries of origin.

However, in order to realise and exploit to the full the opportunities indicated above, individuals need to understand their level of language competence and be able to document their ability whenever necessary.

For many years, instruction programmes in different European languages have been offered by various organisations across Member States, and a number of authorities have developed formal examinations which have gained broad-based recognition as valid indicators of linguistic competence. On the other hand, formal and non-formal learning approaches (e.g. through on-the-job experience or while travelling) are beginning to be seen as successful means by which individuals can initiate and continue foreign language acquisition.

In 1998, the Council of Europe began to develop a European Language Portfolio as a means to integrate linguistic expertise gained in these various contexts into a standardised document, including specific examples of language performance.

Furthermore, a Common European Framework of Reference for Languages has been developed as a means to indicate respective ability in the various linguistic skills (reading, writing, listening, speaking) in any language.

Recently, the EU has started to promote standardised, Europe-wide documentation to assist citizens in indicating their personal, academic and employment history and development in an unambiguous and clearly understandable manner. This initiative is called Europass, and includes five specific documents, one of which is the Europass Language Passport.

The elp-DESK project is seeking to bring the Europass Language Passport to the attention of the broadest possible range of European citizens through specific events in various European locations, the provision of on-line support, the development of hardware and software tools, and the presentation of various publicity initiatives and events. The project group’s intention is that the Europass Language Passport should become as much a part of every European citizen’s personal documentation as their Curriculum Vitae and their passport.

2. Project Approach

The elp-DESK project does not involve the invention or development of a new, physical artefact, but rather the promotion and dissemination of an existing resource which can and should be more extensively exploited. The Europass Language Passport has existed for over five years, and yet statistics from the EU’s Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) reveal that in nearly all Member States only one Europass Language Passport is downloaded for every one hundred Europass Curricula Vitae. The project network is therefore seeking, first, to discover why the Passport prompts less interest among users, and then to develop tools and systems to stimulate wider application and, in particular, greater recognition of the document as a valuable and significant means of recording and demonstrating linguistic competence.

The initial analysis of the use and awareness of the Europass Language Passport is based on desk research in the various Member States of the network, interviews with interested parties and a specific questionnaire completed either in presence or submitted on-line. The questionnaire has been prepared in three versions aimed at the principal target populations for the Passport: individuals, companies and teaching professionals.

The next stage of the project activities involves the design and prototyping of tools and services that may support the wider dissemination and exploitation of the Europass Language Passport. Initially, these tools include the development of a dedicated web-site (elp-desk.eu) to provide both information on all project activities and to serve as an orientation point to obtain details on how to compile and use the Passport, the design of specific hardware to facilitate easier and more incisive application of the document, and the investigation of how best to integrate the Europass Language Passport into language teaching and training practice.

Thirdly, the project is also testing and defining the best format and structure for dedicated events to present and disseminate the Passport to all potential users. These activities require the identification of the best means to address the various target audiences (individuals, companies, teachers/trainers, disadvantaged groups) as well as the design and development of the necessary support materials.

In particular, the project group will seek to produce convincing and motivating communication material to persuade all potential users of the benefits and advantages offered by the use of the Europass Language Passport.

Finally, the elp-DESK project will also investigate opportunities to improve the existing structure of the Passport in order to further stimulate its use and acceptance. There are two particular areas that could offer significant opportunities for improvement. The first is the introduction of a ‘portfolio-based’ into the structure of the Passport, by allowing users to include actually proof (in the form of electronic resources) of their linguistic competence. The second area involves proposals to improve the usability of the assessment grid with which users indicate their level of competence according the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages.

3. Project Outcomes & Results
One of the first outcomes of the project activities is the preparation, completion and analysis of a questionnaire to assess the current levels of awareness of the Europass Language Passport across Member States, as well as the reasons hindering a broader application and recognition of the tool. The questionnaire was prepared in three versions (for individuals, companies and teaching professionals) and completed either in presence or on-line. On the basis of an analysis of the results obtained, a national country report has been prepared by each partner, while the overall assessment of the perception of the Passport has been presented in a consolidated report.

The national reports also include desk research regarding the Passport undertaken in the respective partner countries and a series of interviews carried out with various parties differently involved in the presentation and assessment of language performance: students, workers, company human resources staff and other managers, language school representatives, etc.

Generally speaking, the interviews and questionnaires showed that individuals continued to suffer from a lack of knowledge and information regarding the Europass Language Passport. They also felt that, unfortunately, the document was frequently not taken seriously (above all, by potential employers) and therefore ensured very little added value. As a result, there was not a considerable amount of motivation to take the time to compile the Passport.

Teachers, on the other hand, pointed to the limited opportunities to integrate the Europass Language Passport into curricula, meaning that there was little chance to promote the tool. They also pointed to a general preference for traditional language certificates (i.e. evidence of formal language qualification, rather than informal or non-formal learning).

Finally, companies were also diffident with regards the Passport, both because it is not that well known and as they generally preferred to use their own in-house assessment systems. Job agencies, in particular, revealed significant resistance in changing proprietary systems. These companies are now often large, multi-national organisations and it seems difficult to introduce changes in practice at local level.

However, across all groups, the most important finding is the lack of trust in a system which is based, at least in part, on self-assessment. There is a wide-spread feeling that such assessment is unreliable (or considered to be so, even if it is not), meaning that, inevitably, the Europass Language Passport is frequently considered a poor reflection of actual linguistic expertise. The project group is convinced that in order to ensure broader acceptance of the Passport, this doubt with regards self-assessment has to be overcome.

Following the outcomes from the initial investigation of the ‘state-of-the-art’, the next results concerned the specification and proto-typing of the tools, supports, methods and approaches with which, it is hoped, the identified problems regarding the acceptance of the Europass Language Passport can be overcome and, with that, its wider dissemination and application promoted.

The first output in this stage of the project is the specification of the content and design of a web-site offering users information both on project activities and on how to collect information and compile an individual Europass Language Passport. The first version of this site is now on-line and will be further developed an enhanced in the next stages of the project.

Remaining in the realm of information technology, the development of other dedicated hardware and software applications to promote knowledge and application of the Passport has been initiated and the first results obtained. Two items have shown particular promise.

The first is the use of a specially formatted USB stick to collect and keep authentic examples of linguistic competence (e.g. a Powerpoint presentation, a video interview, a written report). This approach reflects practice generally used in Continuing Professional Development scenarios, and re-evokes the ‘dossier’ originally included in the Council of Europe’s European Language Portfolio.

Second, the project group has been investigating the possibility of delivering the Europass Language Passport through modern communication systems, such as social networks and cellular phone devices. Here, the proto-typing is still at an early stage, but the potential application appears extremely encouraging.

The network has also tested application of the Europass Language Passport in a teaching environment. The experiment involved secondary school children who were encouraged to produce their own promotional material on the Passport, while at the same time learning how the document could be useful to them. The posters produced by the group were exhibited to the public on the school premises. This experience suggested the opportunity to arrange a larger ‘poster competition’ across all the partner countries, and this will be put in place in the next stage of the project activities.

A fundamental part of the activities of the elp-DESK network is the organisation and presentation of events to promote and disseminate the Europass Language Passport. The first such events have already by put on to assess how best to address the respective target groups. For individuals and workers, regular information meetings have been offered with job centres and university careers services. A particular event aimed specifically at companies was staged to gauge interest and response in the employment environment. Focus groups with a restricted number of companies are now planned to establish exactly how best to address the business world with regards the question of language competence and qualification.

The network has also been invited to speak at a number of international conferences dedicated to the questions of languages and employment, and the use of e-portfolios (special digital systems to record examples of individual work). Furthermore, the network has also been invited to participate in the European Commission’s newly founded Business Platform for Multilingualism, and chairs the working group on language technologies, certification and quality.

Finally, it is especially gratifying to note that in the course of discussions and trials it became evident that the Europass Language Passport could possibly be used as a valuable means of overcoming potential difficulties experienced by excluded population groups, e.g. the diversely able or migrants. In both cases, the Passport might offer a means to indicate linguistic abilities (even in the individual’s first language) which would otherwise be difficult to present and exploit. Consequently, the group agreed that particular attention would be paid to these groups in the further development of the project activities.
All the results and outcomes cited above are fully in line with project aims and objectives, and are available for consultation on the project Management Information System at: http://www.crystalpresentations.com/elpdesk/mis/.
4. Partnerships
The elp-DESK project is a network of eight organisations from different Member States and is, therefore, itself built on partnership of intent. Moreover, the project group members represent a broad selection of organisational types and sectors, ranging from large, public sector educational institutes, vocational training organisations, private enterprises and consultancies, together with specific experts in project quality and dissemination.

In addition, each of the partner organisations is at the heart of its own network of relations and partnerships which include industrial associations, sector organisations, international research groups, as well as other project partnerships.

Specifically, the elp-DESK group has already begun to collaborate with employers associations in order to achieve greater influence with regards the testing and/or introduction of the Europass Language Passport, within business contexts. In the coming months, this partnership will be carrying out focus groups to establish how best to present the Europass Language Passport to the business community and, subsequently, launch in-sito trails and tests. 

Schools and higher education institutions are also valuable partnerships which have been and will be involved in the project to test and trial further how the Europass Language Passport might be integrated into curriculum planning and to promote the use of the Passport and the support tools being developed with large potential user groups.

Collaboration has also been established with the international research initiative, e-portfolio, and the elp-DESK has already presented the project activities and future plans to this community. These contacts are of notable value, as one of the declared aims of the elp-DESK project is to investigate the possible scope to re-integrate some of the current ‘portfolio’ methodologies into the existing structure of the Europass Language Passport. The project group will continue to work with this association in the coming months.

As mentioned below, the elp-DESK project is also part of the EU Business Platform for Multilingualism, where it will be leading the technical working group that will be discussing language technologies, certification and standardisation, skills and qualifications. Again, the declared aim of this group is to enhance the development of linguistic skills with companies and organisations, and the Europass Language Passport could serve as a convincing means of both assessing existing resources and recruiting and further training new staff and collaborators.

Another important partnership for the elp-DESK project is with the National Europass Centres that have been set up in all Member States. The project group has already undertaken a number of joint initiatives with the NECs (events and web seminars) and the collaboration will continue during the next stages of the project activities.

Finally, contact has been established with another project group which is working on the related theme of professional portfolios, in particular for individuals already in employment. This investigation is a natural extension of the work that the elp-DESK group is carrying out, as linguistic expertise and experience is increasingly becoming a significant part of individuals’ career development. Moreover, the plans to introduce ‘portfolio-based’ elements into proposals to improve the current format of the Europass Language Passport further underline the common ground on which the two projects are based. The possibilities to bring together the respective experiences of the two project initiatives has been discussed with a view to organising a shared event to present and discuss the respective research and results.
Other collaborations with project groups and networks are currently being developed for the next stages of the project.
5. Plans for the Future
The next steps to be undertaken in the project are, above all, a refinement of the designs and prototypes that have been tested so far, in order to obtain for the last part of the planned activities, i.e. the exploitation of developed systems, a range of effective tools to promote and disseminate the Europass Language Passport.

In particular, this will involve activities in all the following areas in order to achieve the project objectives:

· the upgrading of the project web-site to include access to all support tools and services and to provide full information on project results, progress and future developments;

· finalisation and release of the hardware and software currently under development that will serve to promote and implement the Europass Language Passport among a far broader user base than is currently the case. These activities will certainly include the introduction of a USB stick based system to collect examples of language experience following a typical Continuing Professional Development approach. The possibilities to develop innovative systems to disseminate systems to disseminate the Europass Language Passport, based, for example on cellular telephone networks will also be further investigated;

· further opportunities to integrate the use of the Europass Language Passport into teaching an training practice will also be investigated. First, this will involve the extension of the poster development activity into a broader, international ‘competition’ that will serve both to involve larger numbers of students in the initiative and to generate publicity for the Passport and the project. A further initiative will involve more directly companies undertaking professional language training. In this case, the Europass Language Passport will be used as a tool both to assess the effectiveness of the training programmes and to audit the real linguistic skills and experience already available, and possibly un-exploited, within the company;

· the most appropriate communication channels will also be selected to start a promotional campaign to raise awareness among the European citizens and organisations of the functionality offered by the Europass Language Passport. In particular, the campaign will exploit various multi-media and online supports (e.g. streaming audio, video clips, etc.) to reach a much wider public;

· one area that the project group has identified as in need of improvement is the assessment grid when compiling the Europass Language Passport to indicate the respective level of linguistic competence based on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (i.e. the levels A1 to C2). At present, this grid is presented in very small type on just one page. It is difficult to read, and requires experience on the part of the users in deciding their levels of competence in the different language skills (reading, writing, listening, speaking). The elp-DESK project group has set as a priority investigation of methods and means to render the assessment grid more user friendly and easily interpretable, as it is certain that such improvements would significantly help to render the Europass Language Passport more widely and more willingly used;

· Finally, the project group will continue its campaign of events in the respective partner countries to promote and disseminate the Europass Language Passport to different and various potential users. The next events are planned in Greece, Romania and the United Kingdom. All events offer an opportunity to present and speak about the Europass Language Passport, but also to showcase the tools and systems that are being developed by the network to raise awareness across Europe of the value of the Europass Language Passport. A final, major event is planned to be held in Brussels on 26 September 2010, to coincide with the annual European Day of Languages.

6. Contribution to EU policies
Above all, the elp-DESK project and network is seeking to make a major contribution to EU policies aiming at encouraging multi-lingualism across all the Member States. Following the publication of the Final Report by the High Level Group on Multilingualism (31 January 2008), an EU ministerial conference jointly chaired by the European Commission and the Slovenian Presidency under the title  ‘Promoting multi-lingualism: A shared commitment’ (15 February 2008) announced that a new multi-lingualism initiative would set as a firm objective a policy to encourage all citizens to acquire and maintain competence in at least two community languages in addition to the mother tongue. The initiative was officially presented in a communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, Council, Economic and Social Committee and Council of the Regions (COM (2008) 566, 18/09/2008) in which a highlighted objective is ‘to raise awareness of the value and opportunities of the EU’s linguistic diversity and encourage the removal of barriers to intercultural dialogue’.This key community policy would be fundamentally sustained if the Europass Language Passport, as a means of actively presenting and exemplifying language skills and competence acquired via all forms of formal, informal and non-formal teaching and learning, were more widely implemented and recognised.

The above communication also made reference to the Business Forum for Multilingualism (Companies work better with languages, July 2008) which had urged greater linguistic diversity to promote competitiveness and economic prosperity. The Commission has now set up a Business Platform for Multilingualism to examine the linguistic services and supports needed by companies and organisations to address the business challenges of the future. The elp-DESK project is a member of the Business Platform and leads the technical working group that will be discussing language technologies, certification and standardisation, skills and qualifications.

With decision 2241 of the European Parliament and Council (15/12/2004), the Union has already introduced the Europass suite of documents of which the Europass Language Passport is part. Moreover, Member States have set up National Europass Centres (NEC) which responsible for all Europass activities in their respective areas. The elp-DESK project group has actively sought and received the collaboration and support of a number of NEC, presenting together events and initiatives explaining and promoting the use and value of the Europass Language Passport. This fundamental collaboration will continue and be expanded in the next stages of the elp-DESK project.

Indirectly, the work of the elp-DESK network should also contribute to at least two other central EU policies: first, the promotion of citizens’ mobility across all Member States and, second, support to the integration excluded sectors of the populations, e.g. migrants and diversely able individuals.

With regards mobility, particularly in search of new employment opportunities, the Europass Language Passport could act as a valuable support in demonstrating and substantiating previous and current linguistic ability as part of the job search/recruitment and continuing career development. As already mentioned above, the elp-DESK group will actively seek to convince companies to use the Passport to audit heir existing language resources and to encourage continual and further linguistic training and development.

Obviously, the question of mobility and language competence is also particularly relevant to the question of migrant workers who might be seeking new employment out of necessity rather than choice. The Europass Language Passport could again help to demonstrate previous experience, most likely acquired through non-formal or informal approaches.

For diversely able individuals (for example the deaf or dumb), the Europass Language Passport, might serve to demonstrate effective competence in just some of the language skill areas (e.g. reading), even in the mother tongue. Consequently, the document could serve to support and develop policies addressing issues of social inclusion.











